I
t is no secret to most folks who know me that I love cycling. Pretty much put something on 2 wheels under me and I am interested. I fully admit that it is an addiction. But I figure at least it is good for me, not always my bank account. As I am writing this, the Tour de France is just around the corner. The spring classics (my favorite races) were fantastic this year, and the recent preparation races to the tour have been exciting.
As all this has been going on I began to think a bit about marginal gains. If you are a fan of cycling, it is a term you are likely familiar with, if not let me explain. Marginal gains is a term recently popularized by Team Sky in their training methods. It has actually been around in professional cycling for quite some time, but the folks at Team Sky seem to have refined it quite well.
The concept behind marginal gains is quite simple. Look for very small, incremental improvements in multiple areas that will lead to a greater return on performance. To do this takes outside the box thinking.
You cannot expect an athlete like Chris Froome, at the top of his game, multiple grand tour champion, to make drastic jumps in his fitness with just more training. Instead, the coaches at Team Sky went the opposite direction. They looked at the on bike portion, but then dissected everything the rider does off the bike as well.
What if they found the perfect mattress that helped the rider recover best at night? How about tuning the diet to the rider's needs? Could your dial in the bike position, then standardize it among the mechanics so each bike is set the same for each race? How about limiting time on your feet after each stage to increase recovery?
All little things, but combined together can make a significant difference. Remember at the top level of professional cycling 1% can be the difference between a podium spot and finishing in the peloton.
So how does this apply to the rest of us? I started to think about my own path that led me here. Very similar to yours, or at least close enough. College, medical school, residency, fellowship, each a goal, a race to win. But how did we win the race? Usually in peaks and valleys, right. Big test around the corner and we put our head down and pushed to the goal. A soon as the test passes we ease off and slow down. Rinse and repeat, correct?
That was the prevailing training mentality in professional cycling for years. Train for the big race by piling on the miles, then once the race was done, take a break and let your fitness slide. What Team Sky decided to do was to limit the peaks and valleys in the training program. Downtime and rest is important, but they realized that it should be more limited and should include some continued conditioning (usually cross-training).
Did it work? That is not for you or I to decide, but the dominance of Team Sky at the highest level of the cycling disciple in the last several years has been impressive.
So what? And I agree. But let us take a moment to look at our lives now. No more semesters, finals, boards, and so on. Once you are in practice for a few years, where is the finish line? There are no big milestones and tests that we need to peak for every few weeks. Do we forget that we can improve and do better?
So marginal gains are important for us. Little changes that combine over time to improve who we are and what we do. Maybe it is adding an audio book on the way to the office that gives you something new to learn in a different area. Getting involved with your community in a new way that is not related to your practice. Scheduling one less patient in your afternoon session so you can take a breath and grab a cup of coffee.
Marginal gains. Little things we can add to our daily practice that can combine over time to improve who and what we are. Enjoy your time this summer and I hope you find your 1%! Cheers, W. Bret Smith, DO
